Sexual Health Issues in Patients with Cancer-An Exploratory Mixed Methods Study of the Awareness Levels of Radiation Therapists.
Patients with cancer report dissatisfaction with care they receive in relation to changes affecting intimacy and relationships. Health care professionals describe barriers in providing support in these areas due to lack of time, training, education, and privacy. Radiation therapists (RTs) play a key role in cancer care, but there is little evidence in the literature of their role in sexual health care. This project investigated awareness levels of RTs in sexual health issues related to patients with cancer receiving radiation therapy. A prospective mixed methods approach was used for this investigation. Quantitative data was collected via an online questionnaire developed from the literature. Two hundred eighty-four RTs from two large cancer centers were eligible to participate; 84 responded (29%). Two focus groups were conducted with 15 volunteer RTs to validate questionnaire data and further explore the topic. Content analysis was used to identify key themes from the qualitative data. RT respondents acknowledged the complexity of sexual health issues in patients with cancer. Eighty-five percent (n = 56) strongly agreed/agreed that all patients with cancer, regardless of cancer site, can experience issues which may affect sexual health. Ninety-two percent (n = 61) strongly agreed/agreed that sexual health is important for a persons' quality of life. As part of the radiation therapy treatment planning process, 54.5% of RTs (n = 31) strongly agreed/agreed that they consider the impact of physical side effects of radiation therapy on the sexual health of patients; during treatment delivery, 56% (n = 36) agreed/strongly agreed that they consider the physical side effects on their patients' sexual health. Data indicated that RTs are aware that a cancer diagnosis and the subsequent treatments may lead to issues that affect sexual health. They are aware of the complex nature of sexual health and understand its importance in a persons' quality of life and that all patients with cancer regardless of site may experience issues which can impact their sexual health. Their responses suggest that they can relate their training and clinical practice to sexual health issues experienced by patients in their care. Current RT involvement in sexual health care is limited due to various process and environmental factors similar to those found in other health care professionals practice. By eliminating these barriers and supporting the inclusion of sexual health into the clinical practice of RTs, health care resources can be maximized to support the resolution of unmet needs of patients and their partners. In that way the quality of patient care services can be improved.